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South Africa's botanical history is not widely known and the purpose of this article is to draw attention to some of the significant developments
around the foundation of a number of the important state botanical institutions in the first half of the twentieth century. Against the background
context of colonial and, later, provincial politics and rivalries, as well as the unification of South Africa in 1910, the tensions around the early
years of the National Botanic Garden at Kirstenbosch (1913), the National Herbarium in Pretoria (1923) and the Botanical Survey (1918) are
explored. The principal results include unravelling some of the dynamics among the botanical community in South Africa, particularly where
Illtyd Buller Pole Evans was involved. Drawing on sources from manuscript material housed in the Archives of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew,
and in the National Archives of South Africa, Tshwane, together with botanical publications in the SANBI Mary Gunn Library in Tshwane, the
major conclusions relate to elucidating the evolutionary path of South Africa's botanical institutions.
© 2011 SAAB. Published by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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The South African National Biodiversity Institute's (SANBI)
website proudly proclaims: ‘Kirstenbosch National Botanical
Garden is acclaimed as one of the great botanic gardens of the
world’ (SANBI http://www.sanbi.org). Few would disagree
with this description of the Republic's premier botanic garden
situated in Cape Town. Established in 1913, it was the first ofts reserved.
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the amalgamation of the four colonies – the Transvaal, the
Orange River Colony, Natal and the Cape – had been achieved
in 1910. It was not, however, the first botanic garden in South
Africa. With varying degrees of success and longevity, others
had earlier been established in the colonies of the Cape and
Natal as well as in the Boer republic of the Transvaal (Dubow,
2006; McCracken and McCracken, 1988). Importantly, how-
ever, it was the first explicitly named national garden and the
first entirely devoted to indigenous plants of the region.
Kirstenbosch is globally renowned for its collection of Cape
and other South African indigenous flora, and its setting against
the slopes of Table Mountain is incomparably lovely. Many
thousands of local people and international visitors wander
into the beautifully tended gardens, marvelling at the Proteaceae
and learning about these and other wonders of the Cape's
flora attractively displayed to best advantage. It was Ronald
Good (1896–1992), Dorset botanist and plant collector, eco-
geographer, and Professor of Botany at the University of Hull,
who devised the term ‘Floral Kingdom’ to define a discrete
geographical area in which a relatively uniform composition of
plant species could be determined. One of the world's six such
identified (and the smallest) was the Cape Floral Kingdom. It is
rich in its diversity, variety and abundance of endemic plants,
consisting mostly of fynbos, and located in the western Cape
and in the western reaches of the Eastern Cape Province. Today
much of it lies within a serial World Heritage Site consisting of
eight protected areas (in total 553000 ha) properly called the
Cape Floristic Region, or the Cape Floral Region Protected
Areas, that was inscribed on the World Heritage List in the
‘natural’ category in 2004 (UNESCO http://whc.unesco.org/en/
list/1007). It is therefore highly appropriate that South Africans
should be proud of this garden and of the fact that it has been so
beautifully maintained and expanded over almost a century.
Given the floral bounty briefly outlined above, and taking
into account our distance from the contemporary politics of
Union and inter-colonial rivalries in the first decade of the
twentieth century, it is difficult now to re-imagine the
animosities that the establishment of Kirstenbosch unleashed
at the time it was mooted. The ‘new nation’ of South Africa had
yet to define itself and yet to work through the economic and
socio-political legacies of the South African War (Anglo-Boer
War) of 1899 to 1902. One of the fiercest critics of the idea
of the ‘national’ garden being situated in Cape Town was
Illtyd Buller Pole Evans (1879–1968), a feisty and outspoken
Welshman who had joined the newly established Transvaal
Department of Agriculture as Mycologist and Plant Pathologist
in 1905 when the Transvaal was a British colony. Pole Evans
made a large contribution to South African botany and
agrostology (Glen and Germishuizen, 2010) and has been
described as ‘fanatically keen on the preservation of the natural
resources of South Africa’ (Bloch, 1946), a man ‘at the very
heart of South African botanical research politics’ (Anker,
2001), and ‘an empire builder’ (Fourie, 1998). Pole Evans's
views on pronouncing only one site as the ‘national’ botanic
garden, and other issues around botany, are evident in his
correspondence in the archives at the Royal Botanic Gardens,Kew and in the National Archives of South Africa, Tshwane.
These are highlighted here. Given hindsight, this provides
insights into the state of botany and inter-provincial civil service
rivalries for scientific dominance at that time.
Disagreements, differing opinions, personality clashes,
changes in policy and organisational structures of state botanical
institutions did not end in the 1950s. They continue into the
present. However, because the scientific context in South Africa
was altered very considerably after the country became aRepublic
in 1961, and again after the enormous constitutional change of
1994, it has not been possible to extend the narrative into the
present. This is the topic of another paper.
2. Material and methods
This paper has been written by an environmental historian
and is conceptual and historical, conforming in methodology,
language and structure to the humanities style. It relies on
published and unpublished literature and the critical evaluation
of these sources. Primary sources housed in the Archives of the
Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, and in the National Archives of
South Africa, Tshwane, form the foundation for this study.
3. ‘South Africa’, 1870s–1910
Until 1910 with the formation of the Union of South Africa
there was no country or state formally named ‘South Africa’. It
was, however, both an ‘idea’ and a region, and within the
hierarchy of the nineteenth-century British Empire, there was a
High Commissioner for South Africa. Sir Henry Bartle Frere
was the first to be appointed to this post in 1876, and he held it
concomitant with that of Governor of the Cape Colony. At the
time, British imperial policy was directed at some kind of
confederation of the two weak Boer Republics – the Transvaal
and the Orange Free State –with the British colonies of the Cape
and Natal. Indeed, the Transvaal was annexed by Sir Theophilus
Shepstone, for Britain, in 1877. Naming Frere the High
Commissioner for the loosely defined region of ‘South Africa’
therefore implied strong British interest in, and future dominion
over, the entire subcontinent, not only the Cape Colony. In fact,
confederation at that time was an inopportune policy and it was
abandoned in the wake of the Transvaal War of 1880 to 1881
(effectively won by the Transvaal after the battle of Majuba), the
onerous expense of wars to subjugate strong indigenous African
groups such as the Xhosa, Pedi and Zulu, and the perceived
absence of any economically productive mineral wealth or rich
agricultural land in the interior.
What is significant for Kirstenbosch and for botany,
however, is that the impetus for confederation and the name
‘South Africa’ came from the Cape Colony in which the High
Commissioner was based. This appropriation of ‘South Africa’
by the Cape was not, however, something new. As early as the
1820s, institutions had emerged in Cape Town with names such
as the South African Museum, the South African College, the
South African Literary and Philosophical Society and the South
African Institution. Many Cape publications used the phrase
‘South Africa’, among them the South African Quarterly Journal
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Africa (1877). For most of the nineteenth century Cape Townwas
the largest metropolis, the most culturally and educationally
advanced and the most European in outlook. Cape Town was a
sophisticated city with a long history and well established
intellectual institutions and the balance of regional political,
economic, scientific and cultural supremacy lay firmly there.
With the discovery of rich gold deposits in the Transvaal in
the 1880s this balance of power and prestige was to change. The
mining industry not only attracted a white labouring class but
many educated and highly trained scientists and technical people
also flocked to the area. The growing and wealthy middle and
urban class in both Johannesburg and Pretoria established a
number of institutions also termed ‘South African’. These
included a university-type college, art gallery, museums and a
number of specialist organisations such as the Chemical and
Metallurgical Society of South Africa (1894), the Geological
Society of South Africa (1895) and the South African Society of
Electrical Engineers (1897).
Once war had ended in 1902 the two defeated Boer republics
joined the Cape and Natal as British colonies. No one could
doubt the fact that the region was heading towards some form of
political alliance. ‘South Africa’ was thus a potential country
stretching as far as the Limpopo River (if not to the Zambezi) and
not merely a term to be used lightly or loosely. What needed to
be determined was whether the Cape or the Transvaal would be
the dominant province in any new dispensation.While economic
power and the economic future lay with the Transvaal, the Cape
retained its status of greater age and cultural primacy. In the
event, as Dubow reminds us, ‘The decision to split the capital of
South Africa between Cape Town and Pretoria signalled that
only by acknowledging the existence of competition between
north and south could such tensions be contained’ (Dubow,
2006). It may be that not acknowledging the rivalry between
various arms of the civil service at that time contributed to
the botanical conflicts that are evident in the first half of the
twentieth century and, some would argue, have continued in
varying degrees into the present era.
4. Botany in South Africa, 1902–1910
The Cape had a long botanical history, and not only in
relation to the early explorers, travellers and visiting plant
collectors, whose names – Lichtenstein, Sparrman, Thunberg
and Masson among them – are so familiar. In 1858 the first
official colonial botanist was appointed. This was Ludwig Pappe
(1803–1862), a German-trained medical doctor with knowledge
of and interest in systematic botany, forestry, agriculture and
plant diseases, who was an adviser to the United States and
Madras governments as well as a regular correspondent of Sir
William Hooker at the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew. A strong
connection with Kew was one of the defining features of the
scientific arm of British imperialism in this period (Brockway,
2002). Harry Bolus (1834–1911) and Rudolph Marloth (1855–
1931) were also among the grand botanical characters in the
Cape Colony, both formally untrained but whose contributions
were extremely significant. As Anker explains, early colonialbotany ‘… was an activity for people who had plenty of leisure
time and high-society connections’ (Anker, 2001). Botanical
interest in the Cape Colony was not confined to Cape Town, but
avid collectors and botanists were active in other districts. A
number of botanic gardens were established, including in
Grahamstown, Graaff Reinet, Queenstown and King William's
Town (McCracken andMcCracken, 1988). In Natal, the Durban
Botanic Garden (established in 1848 when the colony of Natal
separated from the Cape) was revitalised by John Medley Wood
(1827–1915) and Pietermaritzburg's botanic garden was
founded in 1874. These gardens either flourished or languished
depending on the money available for employing trained staff
and for investment in expansion and maintenance. Although all
these prominent botanists were interested in South African
indigenous plants and the colonial gardens (and municipal
and other public parks) displayed some of them, until the
twentieth century the emphasis was either on economic botany
and the ‘uses’ of plants–whether indigenous or imported– or on
collecting and taxonomic determination. The large number of
imperial and colonial botanical gardens worked as a vast global
network of botanical knowledge and exchange with Kew as its
hub and the institution which these gardens served (Brockway,
2002). The independent Boer republics of the Transvaal and
the Orange Free State were not allied to Kew or other European
botanical institutions and there was thus little incentive from
those areas to participate formally in the international or
scientific botanical world. Although a botanic garden had been
suggested in the Transvaal in 1874 under President Burgers, the
idea received a boost during the period of British annexation
between 1877 and 1881 with prisoners being used as a labour
force (TA SP6 SPR31-1/77, 1877). Thereafter, however, the
Pretoria botanic garden apparently deteriorated to the point of
being unrecognisable as anything but ‘open space’ (McCracken
and McCracken, 1988).
Together with the growth of botanical knowledge and the
establishment of botanic gardens in southern Africa went the
development of herbaria. These emanated at first from private
collections of plant material amassed by people such as Pappe,
Bolus or Medley Wood, and there were other collections that
were housed in institutions such as the South African Museum
or the Transvaal Museum. Once these were amalgamated the
larger collections were considerable and formed the basis of
important colonial and later provincial herbaria. Their conver-
sion into a ‘national’ or ‘central’ South African herbarium was
also to prove contentious and in this fracas too, Pole Evans was
intimately involved.
5. Colonial botany, 1903–1913
A British-style civil service was established in the Transvaal
after 1902 and, perhaps inevitably in the circumstances outlined
above, it confronted the more established bodies in the Cape.
Under the regime of President Paul Kruger there had been no
Department of Agriculture and this was established after the
South African War by the High Commissioner, Alfred Lord
Milner, with separate divisions for veterinary science, botany,
mycology, and plant pathology. Although all four colonies were
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involved in the new institutions of government in the northern
parts of the country worked with energy and enthusiasm.
Appointed in 1903 as head of the Division of Botany in the
Transvaal's Department of Agriculture was Joseph Burtt Davy
(1870–1940). Born in Derbyshire, he was a Quaker, educated in
Yorkshire, who had trained at Kew as a technical assistant and
who had then worked and studied in California (1896–1901)
and had been subsequently been appointed as assistant curator
to the Department of Agriculture herbarium in Washington, DC
(1902–1903) (Glen and Germishuizen, 2010). Shortly after his
arrival in the Transvaal, Burtt Davy gave his support to the
establishment of a Colonial Botanic Garden to be established in
Johannesburg; he chaired the first meeting of the Botanic
Garden Sub-Committee in September 1904 but, in the event,
nothing appears to have come of this scheme at that time (TA
TAD 431 G1736, 1904).
In the post of head of the Division of Mycology and Plant
Pathology, the young (he was 26 years old) Pole Evans joined
in 1905, having recently graduated from Cambridge where he
had studied under the renowned mycologist Harry Marshall
Ward. Enthusiastic about research and about gaining knowl-
edge about South African vegetation, he was soon as often in
the field as in the laboratory. Travelling not only in southern
Africa but throughout sub-Saharan Africa, he prioritised the
ecological aspects of botany, initiating vegetation surveys,
developing new fodder grasses, describing plant species and
involving himself in the broader issues of soil and vegetation
conservation. Pole Evans became closely acquainted with Jan
Smuts, his neighbour at Irene and Colonial Secretary of the
Transvaal after 1907 (when the Het Volk party won the
Transvaal election), later Prime Minister, and himself an
amateur botanist of some stature. In subsequent years, this
friendship gave Pole Evans a good deal of political protection
and support. In accepting these research posts, both Pole Evans
and Burtt Davy were to make their mark in South African
botanical history. Burtt Davy left government employment in
1913 and returned to Britain on his retirement in 1919 where he
worked at Kew and maintained his interest in South African
plants, obtaining a Cambridge Ph.D. in 1925 and a D. Phil. from
Oxford in 1937 (Fourie, 1998; Glen and Germishuizen, 2010).
Pole Evans's formal career in the South African civil service
lasted until his retirement in 1939. He later left South Africa and
died in Mutare, Zimbabwe, having received numerous honours
in his lifetime (Glen and Germishuizen, 2010).
It is evident that the dynamics of South African science began
to alter during the period from 1903 to 1910. In astronomy,
medicine, ornithology and higher education, the Transvaal began
to assert itself in terms of intellectual and scientific capital
(Dubow, 2006). Eminent English-speaking experts in various
fields were attracted to the region, full as it was of promise for
future growth, the making of high reputations, and economic
prosperity (and thus research and other funding). However, this
halcyon period did not last long before the issue of closer union
loomed on the horizon. In such circumstances, jostling for top
positions and power in an enlarged, amalgamated, and better
funded national civil service became endemic. In 1911 BurttDavy commented as follows: ‘It has been difficult to carry on the
work of the Division effectively during the year under review,
owing to the unsettled state of the Civil Service. This naturally
affected each individual to a greater or lesser degree according
to his or her feeling of insecurity’ (Fourie, 1998: 276).
Moreover, an element of political, aesthetic and cultural
nationalism that might apply to the whole country came into
play. The matter of the location and stature of ‘national’ iconic
institutions – such as a national museum, a national botanic
garden, a national university – were matters for discussion and
debate. The fact that at Union the Transvaal was the only
province with a financial surplus was destined to play a part in
siting important structures, but it was not the only one. As
mentioned above, the prior right of the Cape to ownership of
many of these organisations was also to be asserted. Some of
these took many years to resolve: a national flag and national
park were only decided in the 1920s, national botanic symbols
and the chain of national botanic gardens were resolved only in
the 1960s (and revised again later in the 1990s).
Botanical symbols and botanically symbolic heraldry are
prominent features of national states – Canada has the maple
leaf for example, Australia the wattle, England the rose – and it
was not surprising that South Africa should deliberate on a
botanical symbol of its own. Shortly after Union, in September
1910, the instruction came from Prime Minister Louis Botha
that a ‘wreath of mimosa leaves’ should form a garland around
the South African Governor-General's badge. The Cabinet
agreed on the grounds that ‘this tree is thoroughly typical of
the whole of South Africa’. As the Governor-General was
the highest-ranking official in the country and the Queen's
representative in South Africa, the use of this plant on his
standard was tantamount to declaring it to be the South African
botanical emblem. In fact, the species to which Botha referred
is not a ‘mimosa’ but Acacia karroo. However, in English in
South Africa at that time, ‘mimosa’ was the common name for
many species of thorny Acacia, better known in Afrikaans as
doringbome and common in many southern African biomes.
The first occasion on which the new nation of South Africa
(and also Australia) could visually display themselves in the
imperial arena was the coronation of George V on 22 June 1911.
The new king's ceremonial garments included a stole embroi-
dered with colonial symbols. Faced with the task of coming up
with something quintessentially South African, and taking his
cue from Vryheid-born Botha's favouring of a thorn tree, an
artist drew the branch of a plant with fluffy yellow flowers and
small leaves for the embroiderers to copy. However, it had no
thorns and thus looked exactly like an Australian, not an African,
Acacia. Lord Gladstone, South Africa's first Governor-General,
was outraged when he saw the drawing, and sent a telegram
to London on 5 May 1911: ‘Why the wattle on His Majesty's
coronation robes?… Far better to have the Mimosa [then Acacia
horrida and currentlyA. karroo] or the arum lily or protea.’After
further telegrams, the matter was decided when the reply came
back to Gladstone on 12 May 1911: ‘It will be embroidered with
mimosa’, and presumably the thorns appeared (PRO CO551/11,
1911; Brownell, 1993; Carruthers and Robin, 2010). But the
Acacia did not survive as a dominating botanical emblem,
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not sufficiently dramatic in appearance to bestow the gravitas
that a national symbol was supposed to provide. (In the 1960s
the King Protea, Protea cynaroides, became the official national
botanical emblem, not, however, without controversy (TAB
A1405, 1962)).
6. A national botanic garden and national herbarium, 1913
to 1924
High on the Cape Province's agenda was the issue of a
national botanic garden. This had, in fact, been brewing for
some time before Union as the nature and character of the old
botanic gardens in central Cape Town altered with increased
population density and urban development generally. More-
over, the Cape Colony apparently considered that it was
sufficiently ‘civilised’ to have reached ‘national status' long
before the Union of South Africa was established – a comment
perhaps directed to the other provinces of the Union – and thus
deserved a ‘colonial Kew’ (Rycroft, 1915). A site was sought.
Harold Pearson (1870–1916), who had come to the Cape from
the Royal Botanic Garden at Kew to take up the chair of Botany
at the South African College in 1903, was particularly proactive
in this regard. Like Pole Evans, Pearson had also studied
under Ward at Cambridge, and was well qualified in the plant
knowledge of India, Ceylon and, later, southern Africa.
Promoted by Bolus and by Pearson the establishment of a
national garden was raised shortly after Union. As explained by
McCracken and McCracken (1988), the ‘strong-willed and
determined’, even dictatorial, Pearson suggested in November
1910 that the new government inaugurate an independent
Department of Botany, ‘centred on a new botanic garden with
its own herbarium, library, museum and laboratories. The plan
was that this ‘new botanic garden’ plus its appendages would be
situated in the Cape Peninsula. As Pearson wrote to Sir David
Prain, then Director at Kew, the time was ripe. ‘… Anything that
emphasises the peculiar interest of the vegetation and appeals to
the patriotism of the people to make the most of it is likely to
carry great weight just now. I am convinced that it is just now
not far below the economic considerations in importance’ (Kew
MR302, 1910). ‘Pearson was particularly keen that the garden
should specialise in preserving and studying the indigenous
flora of South Africa’ (McCracken and McCracken, 1988).
Furthermore, it would ‘also be an expression of the intellectual
and artistic aspirations of the New Nation …’ (Dubow, 2006).
Pearson needed Prain's support for the idea. He was fearful
that raising this with Burtt Davy, head of the Botanical
Division of the Department of Agriculture in the Transvaal,
was ‘likely to be delicate’ because he would be certain to
oppose it, and that Natal, in time, would be willing to support
it, ‘though of course not likely while Medley Wood lives’. He
wrote: ‘The subject has attracted some attention and, if this were
a normal country, the signs would seem to indicate a possibility
of something being done… if you could see your way to give the
scheme in some modification of it an official blessing in the
Bulletin.’ He also asked for Prain's help in favouring a ‘national
herbarium’ based in the Cape, presumably the one mentionedabove as part of the proposed Department of Botany (Kew,
MR302, 1910).
Pearson's idea of a central department devoted solely to
botany was a very expensive one, and the government
prevaricated until the legacy of Cecil John Rhodes came to
the rescue with the idea of using the farm Kirstenbosch (which
Rhodes had left to the state) as the site of the new garden. Under
the overall authority of the Department of the Interior, in 1913 a
Board of Trustees was established to oversee the establishment
of the botanic gardens, with the assistance of the newly founded
Botanical Society and a small government grant. It was thus
founded outside the civil service arm of agriculture that would,
in the South African situation, have perhaps more properly have
been the place for horticultural or botanical research and
outreach. It was this somewhat anomalous situation that
generated many of the difficulties both at the time and that
lay ahead. Thenceforth planning and construction of the garden
began and, despite the outbreak of the First World War, a severe
shortage of funds, and the unexpected early death of Pearson in
1916, it not only survived but prospered to become the garden
that it is today. One might argue that the passions around
the establishment of Kirstenbosch as a ‘national’ garden were
somewhat allayed by the formation of the countrywide
Botanical Survey in 1918 and the National Herbarium in
Pretoria (see below), but even in 1924 Pole Evans's emotions
had not abated. It is noteworthy that Pole Evans was never listed
as a member of the Botanical Society of South Africa (which
was closely allied to Kirstenbosch, see below) and only once
(1919) did he contribute an article to its journal. On 13 August,
Pole Evans wrote to Sir Arthur Hill (who had succeeded Prain
as Director at Kew): ‘It is my duty to advise the Government on
these matters and how can I advise them to spend money on
Kirstenbosch when I know that the locality is totally unsuited to
the requirements of the vast majority of our South African
plants? This was one of the matters that I specially had in mind
when I suggested to you on your appointment as Director of
Kew that it would be a great help to us in South Africa if you
visited the country and saw for yourself the conditions existing
here. Had you done so, I venture to think that you would be able
to appreciate the difficulties which confront one much better
than is possible at present. With me it is not a question of
Pretoria versus Capetown [sic] or anything of that kind. I am
only anxious to see our plants grown where they will thrive best
and be an object lesson to all. It is really painful to me, for
instance, to see the pick of the cycads of the country undergoing
certain death at Kirstenbosch, when they could be grown to
such advantage at East London or Durban’ (Kew, MR302,
1924a). Hill responded on 4 September: ‘I believe that one of
the mistakes which might lie at the bottom of a good deal of the
trouble is in the use of the word “National”. Kirstenbosch, as far
as I understand, is suitable for growing quite a number of
interesting plants, but it could not, any more than any other
garden in South Africa, grow all the plants, or anything like all
the plants, which are to be found in the Union. If, therefore, it
did not have the title “National” its attempt to represent the
whole of the South African flora would not be necessary ….’. In
fact, in the same letter, Hill went on to chide Pole Evans, ‘I think
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taken to the new herbarium you have established at Pretoria ….’
(Kew, MR302, 1924b).
Hill's reference to the herbarium relates to the amalgamation
of, and sharing of information among, the various herbaria in
public and private hands that were in existence throughout the
country in 1910. While Cape Town won the right to the national
garden, it lost the national herbarium. Burtt Davy had
established a Transvaal Colonial Herbarium in 1903 when he
accepted the post of Botanist (although, as Edwin Phillips, who
had been placed in charge of the Transvaal herbarium, confided
in a letter to Prain in 1919: ‘Mr Burtt Davy who was primary
[sic] responsible for the building up of the herbarium evidently
ignored the system adopted by other herbaria … Specimens are
not properly labelled, much of the material is worthless, in fact I
cannot tell you all that is wrong with it in case you think I am
exaggerating. Since Dr Pole Evans took charge of the Division
of Botany he has attempted to alter this state of affairs ….’ (Kew
MR301, 1919; Fourie, 1998)). After a rearrangement within the
provincial and national Departments of Agriculture and when
Burtt Davy resigned in 1913, Pole Evans was appointed head of
the amalgamated Division of Botany and Plant Pathology
within the Department of Agriculture, and obtained his own
building on Meintjies Kop in Pretoria (the administrative capital
of the country), after 1918 referred to as the ‘National
Herbarium’ (Fourie, 1998). The country's herbaria thus fell
within Pole Evans's official ambit and not under Kirstenbosch
as the national garden. Pole Evans held the strong opinion that
there should be a single national herbarium located in his
division and in Pretoria. Apparently, Smuts – Pole Evans's
great friend – said in this regard: ‘What Kew is to England and
the British Empire, this national herbarium must be to South
Africa.’ Situating the national herbarium in Pretoria under the
Department of Agriculture apparently came as a surprise to Kew
and, it seems, also to those involved in Kirstenbosch. It may be
that Smuts had not divulged his decision to the Trustees of
Kirstenbosch, nor to the Botanical Society, and one might also
speculate that his reasoning dictated that the national herbarium
should be positioned properly within the bureaucracy of the
civil service, rather than being placed under the control of
the Trustees of the National Botanic Garden. The decision
about the herbarium certainly caused resentment in Cape Town,
where many botanists and plant-lovers were aggrieved that their
national garden, then ten years old, had no herbarium, and where
there were difficulties around the use of the Cape government
herbarium in the South African Museum (McCracken and
McCracken, 1988). Moreover, the relationship between Pole
Evans and others in the Department of Agriculture and the
Trustees and Director of the South African Museum was
acrimonious, as the Museum refused to give up what it regarded
as ‘its herbarium’ even after a number of Cabinet Ministers
and the Department of Justice had become involved and ordered
it to do so. (This herbarium was eventually transferred to
Kirstenbosch in 1957.) The Transvaal Museum was also
reluctant to allow its herbarium, dating back to Republican
times, to be relocated (SA LDB 4733 72/2 Vol. 2, Y75 Vol.2,
1919–1925).It has been argued that only slowly did a specific viewpoint
of value pertaining to indigenous plants emerge, and that this
occurred first in the western Cape (Pooley, 2010; Van Sittert,
2003). This is to denigrate another attitude towards indigenous
value that arose elsewhere from different roots, viz. what
Dorothea Fairbridge had called the ‘cult of the veld’ (Dubow,
2006: 186), and the appreciation of unspoilt nature, including
indigenous vegetation. Dubow argues that this was ‘a signifier
of authentic locality’, akin to Australian bush culture, and given
voice in many ways, not least through literature such as Jock of
the Bushveld (Dubow, 2006), but also in folklore, poetry and
art. Plants of ‘the veld’, the savannas of South Africa that
dominate much of the landscape, became highly valued not only
as productive landscapes but as scientifically interesting,
aesthetically pleasing, and nationally defining ones. Moreover,
as Phillips expressed it in a note to Pole Evans in the context of
the Cape Provincial Herbarium housed in the South African
Museum, it was from people based in the northern parts of
South Africa that real ‘scientific work’ emanated, whereas the
Cape was best known for botany ‘of a purely systematic nature’
(SA LDB 4733 72/2 vol. 2, Y75, vol. 2, 1919). Ecology was the
science of the twentieth century and this was strongly promoted
from Pretoria. If the Cape had the attraction of the public
garden, then – largely owing to Pole Evans and the political
connections he had forged during the colonial period of the
Transvaal – through the national herbarium the north attempted
to lay claim to serious scientific botanical research even without
taking ownership of the Cape or Natal herbaria. This signalled
an emphasis on biogeography and the determination of veld
types and, especially, on ecology. In regard to these new
botanical philosophies, which were growing in importance
when compared with taxonomy, Pole Evans was proactive.
7. Botanical publications
Scientific politics divided botanists in the various provinces
of South Africa but it did not have an adverse effect on the
number of scholarly periodicals that emanated from the
botanical scientific community. In fact, given the large journal
output from South Africa – a small, although very biodiverse
country – the element of competition may well have contributed
to its production.
The first to appear after Union was the Annals of the Bolus
Herbarium. Harry Bolus had died in 1911 and his herbarium
(established in 1865), gifted to the South African College (later
the University of Cape Town), was housed for many years at
Kirstenbosch. Early issues of the Annals (published from 1914
to 1928) were edited by Louisa Bolus and Pearson, then
Director of the National Botanic Gardens and Professor of
Botany at the South African College. In 1935 the Trustees of
the National Botanic Garden, under the editorship of R.H.
Compton, began the South African Journal of Botany (it ended
in 1984). There is no preface, foreword, or other explanation as
to what gap in the literature this journal aimed to fill. Numbers 1
to 13 of the Annals of Kirstenbosch Botanic Gardens appeared
as supplements to this journal, thereafter becoming an
independent occasional publication. (It has now been absorbed
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about botany outside the Cape Province, a survey of the
contents pages of the South African Journal of Botany indicate
its overwhelming concentration on Cape flora. A year after the
appearance of the Annals of the Bolus Herbarium came the
Journal of the Botanical Society of South Africa (after 1974
renamed Veld and Flora). The foreword to Part 1 (1915) was
written by Pearson, who explained that its purpose was to unite
‘the scattered membership of the Society in a common purpose’
and ‘to bring the Society into closer touch with Kirstenbosch’.
There was no mention of a vision of other future gardens, or that
the Society would interest itself in the flora of other regions. It
was made quite clear in this issue that the main purpose of the
Society (despite the adjective ‘South African’) was to ‘forward
the interests of Kirstenbosch’. In the issue of the following year
(1916) a statement by John X. Merriman (former Premier of the
Cape Colony and prominent politician until his death in 1926)
described ‘the main object of the gardens is the cult of Beauty’.
His statement continued ‘It was one of the wisest of Englishmen
who wrote: “God Almighty first planted a garden. And, indeed,
it is the purest of human pleasures. It is the greatest refreshment
to the spirit of man, without which buildings and palaces are but
gross handy works.” It would be too much to say that, with all
their energy, the Anglo-Saxon race have carried this lesson
around the world. We hope that brighter days in this respect are
dawning on South Africa, and that Kirstenbosch may help to
wipe away the reproach that lies upon us’ (Merriman, 1916).
The close tie between the Society and Kirstenbosch was
demonstrated in the overwhelming number of articles devoted
to Kirstenbosch and the Society's affairs. Exceptions to this
focus are Pole Evans's article on South African aloes (1919) and
J.W. Bews on the vegetation of the Mont-aux-Sources National
Park in Natal (1920). In 1921 Compton briefly referred to ‘The
Karoo Garden at Whitehills’ [Witteberg] situated between
Matjiesfontein and Laingsburg, and more than a decade later (in
1933) the Journal reported that the Society had recognised
‘Whitehill’ [sic] and thus took cognisance of the fact that the
Trustees of the National Botanic Gardens had the power to
establish other gardens in the Union for specific purposes.
Funding for Whitehills was problematic, and thus the Society
undertook to support it. In this way, the constitution of the
Society was amended accordingly to include gardens other than
Kirstenbosch in its ambit. In the event, the remoteness of
Whitehills meant that it was rarely visited and a new and more
convenient site was found at Worcester and presented to the
Trustees by the Worcester municipality in 1945 and opened
in 1947. Only in 1957 did this Journal report that an article in
the Cape Times (13 June 1957) had quoted a spokesman for
the Department of Education, Arts and Science, that botanical
gardens along the lines of Kirstenbosch were eventually
intended for each of the other three provinces of the Union;
they would be ‘like sub-sections of Kirstenbosch’.
At the same time that these journals appeared from
Kirstenbosch and the Cape Province, Pole Evans, head of the
Division of Botany in the Department of Agriculture, initiated
his own suite of publications under the aegis of his Department.
First to appear in 1919were theMemoirs of the Botanical Surveyof South Africa (see below for an explanation of its origins) that
were presented to the Minister as formal government reports.
The Secretary for Agriculture, F.B. Smith, praised the series for
its aim of producing national regional surveys. There were more
than 60Memoirs (they were absorbed into Strelitzia in the early
1990s) and they were more representative of South African
flora in different biomes than were the Cape journals. Moreover,
they included topics that were ecological as well as botanical.
Appearing irregularly but more or less annually, early titles
included ‘Phanerogamic flora of the divisions of Uitenhage and
Port Elizabeth’ by S. Schonland (1919); ‘Botanical survey of
Natal and Zululand’ by R.D. Aitken and G.W. Gale (1921);
‘Introduction to South African Cyperaceae’ by S. Schonland
(1922); ‘A preliminary checklist of plant diseases’ by E.M.
Doidge (1924); and ‘Forest-succession and ecology in the
Knysna region’ by J.F.V. Phillips (1932).
In 1921, two years after the Memoirs first appeared, Pole
Evans was responsible for starting the series The Flowering
Plants of South Africa, a publication based closely on the
renowned Curtis's Botanical Magazine. Pole Evans was also the
editor of this series from 1921 until 1939. (After 1945 this
became the bilingual The Flowering Plants of Africa/Die
Blomplante van Afrika under the editorship of R.A. Dyer, and
this publication remains in print.) A third prestigious scientific
botanical journal begun by Pole Evans and that is still extant is
Bothalia, named after Louis Botha, who had died in 1919 and
had formerly been the Prime Minister of the Transvaal Colony
(1907–1910), the first Prime Minister of a united South Africa,
and the political partner of Jan Smuts. It may not be surmising
too much to observe that this title pointedly had no connection
with a Cape botanist, and its cover depicted an arid landscape
with aloes. Moreover, the cover of The Flowering Plants of
South Africa always included a picture of the Union Buildings
in Pretoria with aloes, Euphorbia and cycads in the foreground.
8. The botanical survey and the Dongola Botanical Reserve
The 1919 the Bulletin of Miscellaneous Information,
published by the Royal Botanic Garden Kew, was pleased to
record the appointment of an Advisory Committee with a
mandate to carry out and supervise a Botanical Survey of all the
territories included in the Union of South Africa, and observed
that this was ‘due largely to the initiative of Dr I.B. Pole Evans’,
then Chief of the Division of Botany (Royal Botanic Gardens,
1919: 399). This is so. Originally conceived as a zoological as
well as a botanical survey, its birth was fraught, and Pole Evans
had to work hard to make it the kind of organisation that he
envisaged when he first promoted the idea in 1913. The
Secretary for Agriculture, Pole Evans's superior, was not in
favour of the project and thus refused to allocate any funding on
his estimates. Pole Evans had therefore to operate through the
‘generosity’ of the Department of Mines and Industries and
its Secretary, Herbert Warington Smyth, with whom he was
on good terms. Smyth's Department was associated with an
Industrial and Scientific Advisory Committee (based in
Johannesburg) that had a Botanical Sub-Committee and Pole
Evans was obliged to go to great effort to ensure that this
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not obtain responsibility for the Botanical Survey or provide its
shape, scope and personnel. Indeed, he felt that all this
Committee set out to do was to insult him and his staff, and
denigrate the ‘most valuable and up-to-date ecological treatises
that have yet appeared on South African vegetation’ by John
Bews in Natal. Pole Evans also had to ensure that Burtt Davy
(the two men had never been friendly or collegial (Fourie, 1998:
274)), Charles Moss (newly arrived in 1917 to take up the post
of Professor of Botany at the South African School of Mines
and Technology in Johannesburg and thus lacking South
African botanical knowledge and experience) and Marloth
(who disliked Pole Evans) did not get the job as Director of
the Survey (SA BIS 10 S13/4, 1917–1922; Kew MR300,
1917–1923). He was adamant that he be in control of the
process and its outcome.
Once the Botanical Survey Advisory Committee was formed
in 1918 one of its tasks was to coordinate botanical research
throughout the Union with representatives from each of the
provinces. It was thus a truly ‘national’ body and unlike any
other. Pole Evans was its Chairman and other (honorary)
members included Rudolph Marloth and Louisa Bolus (western
and northern Cape), Selmar Schonland (Professor of Botany,
Rhodes University College, Grahamstown, eastern Cape),
John Bews (Professor of Botany, Natal University College,
Pietermaritzburg) and George Potts (Professor of Botany, Grey
College, Bloemfontein), together with Sir Arnold Theiler
(Director of Veterinary Services and plant collector and a
close friend of Pole Evans), and Charles Legat (Chief
Conservator of Forests) (Dyer, 1977). This was an extremely
important development and not only swung botanical research
northwards but emphasised how important indigenous vegeta-
tion was to people outside the Cape and, in particular, its
ecological (not only taxonomic or aesthetic) significance. With
great vigour the Survey proceeded in its work basing it on Pole
Evans's preliminary classification of South African vegetation
entitled ‘The plant geography of South Africa’ (1917).
Pole Evans had not, however, rid himself of his objections to
Kirstenbosch as the national garden and continued to believe
that it was not representative of the vegetation of the country.
Perhaps misunderstanding the difference between a botanical
garden (or perhaps resentful if it was named ‘national’) and
conserved ‘natural’ areas, he used the Botanical Survey to
further his goal of setting aside a number of authentic localities
that were designed to study the country's flora as it was in
‘nature’, not manicured, tamed or gardened to suit a visiting
urban public. To assist the Survey it was therefore envisaged
that a number of botanical reserves would be reserved in
different ecosystems of the country but, in the event, there were
formally only three in this period: in 1929 the Karoo Reserve in
Fauresmith (Potts's responsibility); in 1934 at Worcester
(Marloth's responsibility, the land having been donated by the
municipal council) and in 1918 in the far Northern Transvaal
(SA LDB 4732 72/2 Vol. 1, Y72/1, 1918, 1925; Fourie, 1998).
The botanical reserve that became most significant to Pole
Evans, and the one for which he fought hard to establish as a
truly national entity, was north of the Zoutpansberg, in theMapungubwe area. Named the Dongola Botanical Reserve,
this consisted of nine farms and it was established on the
initiative of Jan Smuts, who was particularly interested in this
region. A changed political environment in which a strong
Afrikaner Nationalist philosophy was coming to dominate in the
1920s, a concatenation of vested interests, political wrangling
and point-scoring, together with determined and sometimes
difficult personalities, all played their part in the failure of this
reserve ultimately to rival Kirstenbosch in national botanical
importance.
Dongola could not be more different from the slopes of
Table Mountain. The area is remote, arid and bleak, the
landscape broken only by a few granite inselbergs that rise
above the barren and stony landscape with its sparse and tufted
grassland. The valley of the Limpopo River is not far off, but
there are no permanent streams, although small vleis and pans
fill up in summer. Rainfall is always low (250–400 mm),
droughts are frequent and excessive heat and high evaporation
exacerbate the effects of the lack of moisture. Diseases, such as
malaria, foot-and-mouth, horse-sickness and nagana were
endemic. However, this tropical bushveld region, ‘Mopani
veld’, part of the great African savannas, is nonetheless entirely
representative of many parts of northern South Africa (Acocks,
1988; Mucina and Rutherford, 2006). Human habitation of this
region is evident and important. Large quantities of Stone Age
implements have been found, rock art is abundant, and of
particular significance is the Iron Age site at Mapungubwe on
the farm Greefswald at the junction of the Limpopo and Shashe
Rivers. As is well known, Mapungubwe has a long and
significant history and is South Africa's first World Heritage
Cultural Landscape, inscribed on the list in 2003 (UNESCO
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1007). The Dongola Reserve fell
under Pole Evans's direction and, taking a personal interest in
its development, he visited it regularly, sometimes spending
long periods there. His goal was as follows: ‘I wish to prevent
all trespassing, picnicking, and poaching … with a view to
preserving the fauna and flora on it’ (Carruthers, 1992: 87).
Pole Evans had always enjoyed the strong support of Jan
Smuts who became Prime Minister after Botha's death in 1919.
With the relegation of Smuts to the Opposition benches in 1924,
Pole Evans took steps to secure his research station by courting
politicians among the new Nationalist government and by
inviting them to visit. He was greatly encouraged by their
enthusiasm and also, no doubt, by the government's penchant
for establishing national parks in the 1930s. However, the
crucial factor in encouraging Pole Evans later to embark on
increasing the size of Dongola and marketing it as a future
‘national’ entity with secure legislation was the return of Smuts
to government in the 1930s during the Great Depression. Pole
Evans believed that this area was particularly suited to a
botanical reserve for scientific research (as is the aim of the
current Hantam National Botanic Garden). Despite having
officially retired from government service in 1939, Pole Evans
won the favour of Andrew Conroy, Minister of Lands and
Irrigation (1939–1948), who took over the farms that comprised
Dongola from the Department of Agriculture. Fearless,
outspoken and unpopular in many circles, Conroy adopted the
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scientific research’ to a ‘national park’ (which was to be named
after Jan Smuts with a view to becoming a transfrontier park)
with immense passion, acquiring more properties, and trying to
win local landowners and other government officials over to the
idea. The original intention in 1944 was to proclaim 240000 ha,
stretching from five kilometres west of Beit Bridge, along the
southern boundary of the Limpopo River to its confluence with
the Macloutsie River — an area some 100 km long and 36 km
wide at its widest point. Despite the firm opposition of the
already powerful National Parks Board, Conroy began his
negotiations, raising the idea in Parliament and establishing
a Select Committee. Uproar ensued: the ‘Battle of Dongola’
generated some of the longest and most acrimonious debates in
Parliament up to that time and the largest Select Committee
Report in South Africa on record. Opposition to the idea of a
botanical reserve as a ‘national’ treasure did not come from the
Cape, but from local northern Transvaal farmers who faced the
prospect of losing their farms and feared inadequate compen-
sation. This political battle between the Smuts government and
the opposition National Party was of such consequence that, on
coming to power in 1948, the new government gave priority to
the abolition of the Dongola Wild Life Sanctuary and this was
accomplished in 1949 (Carruthers, 1992, 2006). There is no
evidence that this area was ever offered to the Trustees of the
National Botanic Garden and it is unlikely that Pole Evans would
have done so. It is possible that the only way of securing a long-
term future for this botanical reserve via the parliamentary
process was either through the National Parks Board (which
would not take it) or through a separate Act of Parliament, which
was the manner in which it did, in fact, happen.
9. Conclusions
Pole Evans's vision of a suite of national botanical reserves
around the country that would be scientifically significant for
ecological and productive reasons and would enhance a national
aesthetic that was not carefully contrived (as was the case in
botanic gardens) was not entirely defeated by the abolition of
Dongola. In 1934 he had established a Pasture Reserve and
Veld Management Section to which were attached a number of
Pasture Research Stations that were designed to represent
specific ecological regions. However, they never rivalled
botanic gardens in the mind of the public because they were
research stations in remote areas, the aim of which was to enable
specialists to understand South African vegetation and its
ecological processes and contribute to resilience and sustainable
development, not to beautify and sanctify it. One might
speculate that Pole Evans was not personally interested in
issues around public education, but was more inclined towards
scientific field research, including ecology and economically
productive plants. Alternatively, he may never have happily
accepted that the National Botanic Gardens were situated
outside the national bureaucratic structures. The Botanical
Survey was integral to the Department of Agriculture in his
time, and he had hoped that it would serve a number of research
functions, not only in survey and systematic work, but inmedicinal and economically valuable species, plant pests,
abiotic factors affecting vegetation and general plant distribu-
tion (SA LDB 4732 72/2 vol. 1 Y72/1, 1918).
In later years, many of these wider aspects of botany have
become nationally significant priorities under the rubric of
biodiversity. Moreover, both the historical and scientific
contexts have altered. For example, some of the political
tensions and provincial rivalries over botanical science have
lessened with the passing years and with changes in political
structures, particularly after the establishment of a Republic
in 1961. In the 1960s attention was increasingly given to
establishing a suite of national botanic gardens, and the Free
State (1965), Natal (1969) and Lowveld (1969) were founded in
this period. Others were later to follow. It was also during this
time that formal national botanical symbols were agreed upon.
As has been demonstrated in this article, the scientific
environment is strongly influenced by the political, and there
have been many changes in the organisation of South Africa's
government botanical structures over the years that deserve
further investigation in a manner similar to how an earlier
period has been dealt with here. Pertinent to a later, and related,
history would be the eventual resolution of the dichotomy
between the national gardens and the research arms of botany
with the amalgamation of the Botanical Research Institute with
the National Botanic Gardens in 1989 to form the National
Botanical Institute (headquartered in Cape Town), which itself
was transformed into the South African National Biodiversity
Institute in 2004 (headquartered in Pretoria). In some respects,
the argument might be advanced that the centralised structures
that some botanists sought so avidly in a bygone era have now
come into being. It is certainly true that national scientific
politics and priorities have shifted into other dimensions,
particularly regarding effective governance and issues around
equity in natural resource allocation and access. In terms of
science, the fact that the botanical institutions are now
concerned with biodiversity more generally is extremely
significant and how this came about is worthy of more research.
Nonetheless, although not highlighted in the formal literature, it
is clear from the public press and from assessing the focus even
of recent Botanical Society publications, that different regional
perspectives and vested interests continued into the 1989
amalgamation and beyond into the new political dispensation.
The institutional history of South African botany remains
affected by the ‘trouble in the Garden’ that has been analysed
above.
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